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History and memory for reflection on teaching and learning 
 
Dr Peter Cunningham* 
 
Learning objectives: 
 To get students thinking critically about teachers’ training and roles 
 To encourage students to work collaboratively and through discussion 
 To review historical research as a way of understanding teachers’ changing roles, identities and 
professional development over time. 
 To encourage students to reflect critically on their own histories of learning. 
 To get students reflecting on present and future needs of the teaching profession 
 
History in the formation of identity 
The main focus of this presentation will be on teachers, the distinctive nature of the work they do, their 
particular contribution to society’s system of education and schooling, and the professional and personal 
identities that they acquire.  
 
My methods for studying teachers are historical, biographical and autobiographical. I want us to think critically 
about these methods as ways of researching teachers and education in general. I interviewed teachers after 
they’d completed their working lives but most of you are at the beginning of your working lives. So in order to 
think about the methodology I will be asking you to reflect historically and autobiographically on your own 
lives as learners. 
 
An important context for studying the work and careers of teachers is the key role that education plays in the 
formation of identity, especially national identity. That may be a focus for your own autobiographical 
reflections. An especially significant question for schools and for teachers is how students in different parts of 
the world develop a sense of national identity, as Japanese citizens for example, or British citizens. 
 
So at the very start of this historical session I want to begin by thinking about the part that history plays in 
children’s learning, especially its contribution to what we might call the ‘citizenship curriculum’ in school. But 
education begins long before school. Our learning in the earliest years, from birth onwards, is the most 
phenomenal educational process in our lives, and it is at home, within our families and close community that 
we experience an informal education that begins to establish our individual identities. This begins with the 
language that we first learn, our so-called ‘mother tongue’, our means of communication with and learning 
from our closest relatives and friends. 
 
Alongside our ‘native language’ develop the customs and practices that comprise our culture, social and 
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 cultural practices of everyday life and perhaps religious beliefs. We also learn by word of mouth about the 
geography and history of our native country, through the memories and experiences of family and community 
members. We are introduced to literature, film and TV, music and dance as expressions of our culture. 
 
When we attend school we begin to experience a more formal curriculum that continues this process of 
‘acculturation’. Through nursery or kindergarten and on through primary school we learn traditional songs and 
folk stories that embody the collective wisdom and perspectives of our society. As the curriculum develops 
through primary and secondary school we begin to learn more formally about the history and geography of 
our country, about its government and politics, economics and trade. We learn to appreciate and think critically 
about classic expression through the visual arts, music and drama, about distinctive scientific and 
technological developments and how national achievements have interacted with discoveries in science and 
technology from other parts of the world.  Our teachers are the people who mediate this cultural knowledge and 
awareness in the classroom. 
 
The personal interest I have in these questions comes from my own work of teacher education in the UK and in 
Kazakhstan. For the last 40 years I have taught in the British education system, for some time in primary 
schools in two British cities, and for much of the time in teacher education and training, for at the University of 
Oxford and the University of Cambridge. In the last three years I have been working with teacher educators in 
Kazakhstan. 
 
Teachers in historical perspective 
Now I want us to look more closely at teachers and their training and professional development in the present 
day. How have modern methods of teacher education evolved from ways of training teachers in the past? How 
can those historical developments help us in thinking about how teachers should best be prepared for their work 
in the future? 
 
If we look back over three generations (75 years – c.1940), teachers for secondary schools in the UK needed 
only knowledge of their specialist subject gained from an academic bachelor’s course at a university. At that 
time only a small percentage of children attended secondary school, which educated them for entrance to 
university or to the professions. Most children attended an elementary school, up to age 14 from which they 
entered unskilled or semi-skilled employment. Their teachers’ work was essentially to provide basic literacy 
and numeracy, and to teach them to be good citizens. Elementary teachers received two years’ general 
training at a college with some practice in school. 
 
Two generations ago (50 years – c.1965) society in the UK needed more highly skilled workers in science and 
engineering, economic activity, and in providing more public services like health, welfare. Most children now 
attended primary followed by secondary school, and more students continued on to university. Education 
became more complex and teachers required more sophisticated training. So all teachers would need a 
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 university degree and all teachers would follow a course of specialist professional training to prepare them for 
their work. 
 
If we go back just one generation (25 years) to the 1980s in the UK significant changes in society and in the 
economy meant that the demands on schools and on teachers were changing rapidly. These changes were 
demographic, a more ethnically diverse population, and economic, with development of technology, 
information technology, media and leisure industries. Teachers’ work began to change and diversify in 
various ways as a consequence of these and other changes, such as a political trend to free market economics in 
the provision of education. A debate began to emerge about the respective role of universities and schools, 
academic courses and practical experience, in the training of teachers.   
 
Increasingly to the present day UK government policies for teacher education have placed more emphasis 
on classroom competence and less on critical reflection. In policy terms the teacher’s role is defined less as 
an autonomous professional, understanding and responding to individual children’s needs, and more as an 
executive, administrator and record keeper.  
 
In the 1980s I spent some years teaching in primary schools. The impressive teachers I worked with sparked 
my historical interest in the sources of their dedication, skill and creativity. These teachers ranged in age from 
about 25 to about 50, so they had been trained in the 1960s and 1970s. Like any group of individuals their 
lives, training and careers were quite various, but there were also significant common professional experiences 
that enhance an understanding of the teacher’s role. I listened to their ideas and memories of their training 
and careers that helped me understand their particular approaches to teaching.  
 
I then decided to reach back further in time, and found retired teachers aged in their 70s, 80s and 90s, who 
were willing to be interviewed for an oral history project. One common feature shared by teachers in Britain 
during the mid-twentieth century was the impact on schooling of the Second World War. So I’m going to 
introduce you very briefly to three elderly teachers: Rose who was born in 1900, Marjorie born in 1907, and 
Albert born in 1915. These three shared their memories of their early education and decision to become a 
teacher, their initial training and their continuing professional development, which spanned at different 
points in their careers, the dramatic historical event of war. Although we live in very different times, their 
stories can help us to think critically about what it means to be a teacher and how best we should train teachers 
for their important work. 
 
Comparative perspectives:  UK, Kazakhstan, Japan 
In the last three years I have been a member of a team from Cambridge University collaborating with 
colleagues in Kazakhstan on a large project for teacher development in that vast Central Asian republic. The 
contrast between these two settings has led me to think especially about national identity in the school 
curriculum and in the way teachers teach. 
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 Kazakhstan is the 9th largest country of the world by area and 61st by population (17 million). Japan, by 
contrast is almost the exact reverse: 10th largest in the world by population (127 million) and 62nd largest by 
area. We can think about size and density of population as a crucial context for national education.   
 
Political and cultural heritage is significant too. Kazakhstan is a nation that gained independence just 25 
years ago after 70 years as a republic of the USSR. Before the Soviet era it had been part of the Russian 
Empire for two centuries. Its deeper historical origins were dictated by key geographical features of the 
Eurasian steppe. The scarcity of fertile soil and the harsh climate fluctuating between winter and summer 
required a nomadic way of life. Communities had constantly to travel to find suitable grazing for livestock, and 
raiding cattle between tribes was a constant occurrence. Their skills as warriors and their horsemanship gave 
the nomads mobility and speed that sedentary settlements lacked. Extensive trade routes like the Silk Road 
between China and the Mediterranean Sea gave opportunities for taxation or robbery to the steppe nomads, or 
for selling their services as guards. But the steppe nomads were relatively few and their rulers had difficulty 
holding together enough clans and tribes to form a large army. If they conquered an agricultural area they often 
did not have the skills to administer it. Only Genghis Khan in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was able to 
conquer and control large areas.   
 
Over these nomadic and agricultural traditions, and linguistic and cultural influences from China, Iran and 
Turkey, imperial Russia introduced an urban civilization from Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, including waves of settlement by Russian and German speakers. Formal education systems were 
taken over and imposed by the Soviets from the 1920s to the 1980s. Kazakhstan was chosen by the USSR as 
a location for nuclear weapons research and space exploration so that significant scientific and technological 
skills were concentrated in parts of the country. Two very different language groups dominated the population: 
Russian speakers and Kazakh speakers were in more or less equal proportions at the time of independence in 
1990 (Russian 37%, Kazakh 40%), the balance shifting over the quarter of a century since then to a 60 percent 
majority of Kazakh speakers (2009: Russian 24%, Kazakh 63%).  
 
What are the implications of this historical and geographical context for education as a whole, and especially 
for recruiting and training teachers?1 Deep historical roots contribute to the building of national identity in a 
country that achieved independence quite recently (one generation ago). Teachers must respond to and 
reinforce values that have been inherited over many generations, indeed centuries, even though social and 
economic circumstances have changed over time. Some traditions are embedded in the more recent past, the 
previous generations that lived their lives under the Soviet regime c.1920-1990. An additional complexity is 
that, as in so many countries in the twenty-first century, the population includes many ethnic minorities. In 
Kazakhstan these include Ukrainians, Uzbeks, Germans, Tatar, and Uyghurs, and their residence in particular 
locations is a significant consideration for schools.  
 
In religious belief, the majority of ethnic Kazakh, Uzbek, Tatar and Uyghur are Muslim, where the Russian, 
Ukrainian, and German are Christian.  Above all the educational context is complicated by the use of two 
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 majority languages, fundamentally distinct, Kazakh with its Iranian and Turkic roots, and the Slavic language 
of Russian. These features affect the organization of schools and teachers’ work; most schools have either 
Kazakh or Russian as their main language of instruction, and some schools have two streams taught through 
separate languages. New schools (the ‘Nazarbaev Intellectual Schools’) have been established to teach in both 
languages but it will inevitably be many years before this can become common practice. The impetus towards 
economic globalization moreover has led to the aspiration of government and many parents that students 
should learn English, so that the NIS schools are trilingual in their approach. 
 
These new schools, and the motivation to learn English, are found in the larger towns and cities. So a key 
geographical feature affecting the work of schools and teachers, as in all countries, is the distribution of 
population. In Kazakhstan 59 percent of people live in towns. Urban centres have more and larger schools, 
generally with superior resources. Urban schools provide on balance more attractive places for teachers to 
work, there is greater demand for teachers and a ready supply. In the most isolated parts of the countryside by 
contrast the rural schools are often smaller, and less well resourced (in particular internet services are difficult 
to access in remote villages), and fewer teachers may be attracted to work in rural areas. In larger schools and 
in urban locations teachers have a lot more opportunity for professional development, communicating with 
a larger range of colleagues and perhaps changing jobs more often to gain a variety of experience. 
 
How can we compare and contrast the work of teachers in the UK?  Most obviously there’s a difference in the 
geographical setting. The UK is one-tenth the size of Kazakhstan in land area (two-thirds the size of Japan), but 
has four times the population of Kazakhstan and half that of Japan (64 million). UK is geographically the 
smallest country of the three, which gives easier internal mobility and communication within the education 
system. And UK has the largest percentage of urban dwellers of all three countries, with the advantage in 
providing a ‘critical mass’ of human resources and material resources for schools. These are distinctive 
features for understanding national identity and educational provision.  Another factor is the country’s 
wealth, measured as Gross Domestic Product (GDP). UK has only half the GDP of Japan, but much greater 
than Kazakhstan. As a measure of people’s individual prosperity, GDP per head of population in the UK is 
about the same level as Japan, but 50 percent greater than Kazakhstan. The percentage of national wealth 
spent by government on education can also be an important indicator, twice as much in the UK as in 
Kazakhstan. 
 
Cultural diversity is a both a rich resource but also a challenge for schools and teachers in ensuring an 
inclusive curriculum providing for all children’s needs. The UK is more homogeneous than Kazakhstan to the 
extent that the ‘white’ population accounts for 87 percent of population, with substantial minorities classified as 
‘Asian and Asian British’ (7 percent), ‘Black and Black British’ (3 percent), ‘Mixed Multiple’ and ‘Other 
Ethnic Groups’ together comprising 3 percent. 95 percent of UK population are English speakers, but 
community languages used by recently immigrated groups account for more than 5.5 percent, of which the 
largest group are South Asian languages spoken by 2.7 percent.  
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 The contribution of historical research to understanding education. 
Just as histories of nations include an amalgam of institutional memory and personal memory, national 
commemorations and family traditions, so history of education must take account of living memory as well as 
documentary sources.2 Teachers’ life stories record their careers and represent professional identities in terms 
of their roles and institutions, changing policies, practices and contexts.3  
 
Stories of retired teachers’ lives in Kazakhstan have recently been collected through an oral history project 
undertaken by teachers in a course of professional development at Nazarbayev University Graduate School of 
Education.4 The teachers’ accounts in Kazakh or in Russian languages are archived as edited video extracts, 
subtitled in English, and edited transcriptions are available too. The benefits of video for the oral historian are 
that we see and hear the interviewees, their facial expressions, body language and gestures. Their transcribed 
memories are then also available for detailed analysis.   
 
Teachers’ accounts provide rich stories of learning and growing into their professional role. Their own 
educational experiences in family, community and school evolve into reasons for their career choice, their 
memories of initial training and career development.  Personal ideals, political and ideological contexts, 
economic conditions and geographical settings all come into play in understanding the evolution of teachers’ 
identities. 
 
There is a very encouraging view that this project contributes directly to the overall programme of 
educational development in Kazakhstan. Alongside the process of ‘internationalization’ and ‘modernization’, 
space is made for ‘preserving cultural values, contextual ambience, historical mores and grassroots 
perspectives’. Cultural and historical content are seen as making a significant contribution to educational 
development, and authentic oral history research is identified as a key methodology. 
 
In our group activities we will continue to discuss the role of history and memory in understanding education. 
 
We will reflect critically on our own individual histories as learners in particular historical and cultural contexts. 
 
We will also consider the roles of teachers, again through critical reflection on our personal experiences, 
located in the context of national policies and the structures of educational systems. 
 
                                                     
1 David Bridges (ed) Educational Reform and Internationalisation: The Case of School Reform in Kazakhstan  (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2014) 
2 Peter Cunningham Curriculum Change in the Primary School since 1945: Dissemination of the progressive ideal (London: Falmer 
Press 1988) 
3 Stephen J. Ball and Ivor F. Goodson (eds.) Teachers' lives and careers (London: Falmer, 1985); Ivor F. Goodson and Pat Sikes Life 
history research in educational settings : learning from lives (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2001); Ivor F. Goodson 
Professional knowledge, professional lives : studies in education and change (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2003); Peter 
Cunningham and Philip Gardner Becoming Teachers: Texts and Testimonies 1907-1950 (London: Woburn Press, 2004) 
4 ‘Stepping Stones: Recording the Voices of the Past’ (Astana: Nazarbayev University, 2013) http://nupdp.weebly.com/ 
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ピーター ・ カニンガム著 （山﨑洋子監訳）
のインタビューを快く受けてくれた 1970 年代，1980 年
























































て， 18 世紀，19 世紀のヨーロッパから都市文明（文化）
を導入しました。それは，ロシア語やドイツ語を話す者
による移民の一団を含んでいました。正規の教育制度は











































































合王国は，カザフスタンの面積の 10 分の 1 の大きさ（日
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